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Abstract  Most existing studies on social learning 
focus primarily on social influences, with limited attention 
given to cognitive, humanistic, and behavioral factors. This 
study explores the impact of cognitive and behavioral 
factors on both individual and social learning based on 
instructors’ opinions. Drawing from previous research, 
three categories of cognitive learning factors including 
cognitive capabilities, organization of teaching materials, 
and prior knowledge, and two categories of behavioral 
factors including assignments and activities, and 
reinforcement, are identified. To gather data, interviews 
and focus group discussions were conducted to capture 
instructors’ views on how these factors influence 
individual and social learning. The findings reveal that 
instructors consider analytical, reasoning, and synthesis 
abilities to be more critical than memorization skills. 
Additionally, social and cultural backgrounds significantly 
shape learners’ broader learning styles. Properly organized 
teaching materials and a conducive classroom environment 
were seen as enhancing student learning, while the use of 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in 
teaching had both positive and negative impacts. 
Furthermore, appropriate prior individual knowledge was 
found to facilitate learning, while shared group knowledge 
promoted peer-to-peer learning. The instructors all agreed 
that both individual and group assignments provided 
opportunities not only for the students to apply theories in 
practice, but also for instructors to check how well the 
students learn these theories. They also thought that the 
rewards reinforcements for students worked better than 
punishments. This study provides a comprehensive 

analysis of instructors’ insights into the cognitive and 
behavioral influences on individual and social learning, 
offering valuable implications for improving educational 
practices. 

Keywords  Instructors' Perspectives, Individual 
Learning, Social Learning, Cognitive Factors, Behavioral 
Factors 

1. Introduction
This study examines learning within college classrooms. 

To foster a more effective learning community, it is crucial 
to understand the interplay between individual traits and 
the social dynamics of the learning process, as well as the 
relationship between these two types of learning. Although 
substantial research exists on individual learning [1-4] and 
social learning [5-7], the relationship between these 
perspectives remains underexplored [8]. Additionally, 
limited studies address college instructors' perspectives on 
the learning process [9]. 

According to Smith [10] and Merriam et al. [11], there 
are four categories of primary learning theories: 
behavior-oriented learning theories [12-14], cognitive 
learning theories [13, 15-17], humanistic learning theories 
[16, 18-25], and social/situational learning theories [5, 8, 
26, 27]. The authors’ previous paper [28] has reported the 
research results from the humanistic perspective, as well as 
the relationship between individual learning and social 



44 Instructors' Perspectives on Individual and Social Learning: A Cognitive and Behavioral Approach  
 

learning. Therefore, this paper will focus on instructors’ 
perceptions of individual and social learning, through the 
lens of cognitive and behavioral perspectives. 

1.1. Cognitive Learning Theories 

As reviewed by Smith [10], the development of 
cognitive learning theories originated from research 
conducted by psychologists. These theories focus on the 
individual’s internal mental processes and examine the 
cognitive changes that occur during learning—essentially, 
the "act or process of knowing." Jean Piaget [29] viewed 
the individual learning process as a process of constructing 
knowledge through stages of cognitive development (e.g., 
sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and 
formal operational stages), while Jerome Bruner, David 
Wood and Gail Ross [30] introduced the concept of 
"scaffolding" as the support provided by a tutor to help a 
child achieve tasks they cannot accomplish by themselves 
and explored how instructors can guide learners 
step-by-step to achieve higher levels of understanding. 
They argued that the purpose of education is to enhance the 
capacity and skills needed for effective learning and that 
educators play a key role in structuring the content and 
activities to support this process [10]. 

Martinez and Bunderson [17] further highlighted 
Cronbach’s [15] critique of the view "for each individual 
the treatment to which he can most easily adapt". Cronbach 
proposed that combining considerations of individual 
characteristics and educational treatments could yield 
better outcomes. He emphasized the practical importance 
of identifying strong interactions between learners’ 
attributes and treatment variables, as these interactions 
often have significant effects on learning. 

These researchers concentrated on how learners process 
information through cognitive stages, including input, 
processing, and output. Cognitive factors encompass a 
range of thinking processes and knowledge applications, 
such as perceiving, recognizing, remembering, associating, 
analyzing, reasoning, synthesizing, problem-solving, and 
evaluating [16]. Fischer [12] also emphasized that learning 
is knowledge-dependent, with existing knowledge playing 
a crucial role in constructing new knowledge. To improve 
individual learning outcomes, educators must understand 
and account for differences in students’ prior knowledge. 
Individual learning activities might focus on fostering 
metacognitive skills like reflection and problem-solving, 
drawing from Bruner’s belief [30] that learners are active 
participants in their own learning process. 

Lev Vygotsky's theory of the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) [31] highlights the crucial role of 
social interaction in learning. The ZPD refers to the gap 
between what a learner can achieve independently and 
what they can accomplish with guidance. According to 
Vygotsky, learners reach higher levels of development 
when supported by more knowledgeable individuals, such 
as teachers or peers. Educators apply this concept by 

creating learning environments that encourage 
collaboration and provide challenges suited to each 
student's developmental stage. Collaborative learning 
strategies, such as group discussions and peer tutoring, are 
commonly used to facilitate student engagement. These 
activities promote knowledge co-construction, with 
Vygotsky emphasizing the significance of language and 
dialogue in fostering higher-order thinking skills. 

1.2. Behavioral Learning Theories 

As summarized by Smith [10], behaviorists are the 
primary theorists behind behavioral learning theories. They 
view learning as a process of behavioral change, driven by 
stimuli in the external environment. Education, from this 
perspective, aims to produce desirable behavioral changes, 
with educators responsible for arranging environmental 
resources to elicit these desired responses. John B. Watson 
[32], considered as the founder of behaviorism, argued that 
inner experiences, the focus of traditional psychology, 
could not be adequately studied as they were not 
observable [33]. He emphasized that psychology should 
focus on observable behavior rather than internal mental 
processes. He believed that behavior is learned through 
conditioning. Instead, Watson advocated for using 
experimental methods to examine the relationship between 
a learner’s behavior and the environment. This work led to 
the development of the stimulus-response model, which 
posits that environmental stimuli provoke responses that 
result in behavioral changes. 

Three key assumptions underlie this perspective: 
 Observable behavior is the primary focus, as learning 

is evidenced by changes in behavior rather than 
internal thought processes. 

 The environment plays a central role in shaping 
behavior, with learning determined by environmental 
factors rather than individual characteristics. 

 Principles of contiguity and reinforcement are critical 
to the learning process. Contiguity refers to the 
proximity of two events in time to form a bond, while 
reinforcement involves increasing the likelihood of a 
behavior being repeated [33]. 

Researchers such as B.F. Skinner further advanced the 
stimulus-response model, establishing the foundation of 
stimulus-response (S-R) learning theory [33]. B.F. 
Skinner's theory of operant conditioning [34] suggests that 
behavior is influenced by reinforcement and consequences. 
Instructors often apply this principle by utilizing positive 
reinforcement—such as praise and rewards—to promote 
desirable behaviors, while employing negative 
reinforcement or punishment to deter undesirable ones. 
Common techniques, including drill-and-practice exercises, 
repetition, and immediate feedback, are used to strengthen 
learning, in line with Skinner's principles. Drill and 
practice is a disciplined and repetitive exercise used to 
teach and perfect a skill or procedure [35]. 
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In contrast, the contemporary constructivist theory of 
learning emphasizes the role of individuals as active 
participants in their learning process. Constructivists argue 
that learners construct knowledge by integrating new 
information into their existing schemas and representing it 
in meaningful ways [14]. From this perspective, learning is 
a process of constructing knowledge [12]. To deliver 
knowledge effectively, teachers must involve students in 
decision-making processes and assess their ability to build 
and apply knowledge. Constructivist learning is 
student-centered, with teachers serving as guides and 
providing structured, concrete teaching support. 

From a behavioral perspective, social learning 
incorporates Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory 
[36], which bridges behaviorism and cognition. Bandura 
argued that individuals learn through observation, 
imitation, and modeling. Instructors may use role models 
or demonstrate desired behaviors for students to imitate. 
For instance, Bandura’s famous Bobo doll experiment 
illustrated how children mimic behaviors they observe in 
others, particularly authority figures. Group activities and 
cooperative learning are used to promote behaviors like 
teamwork and cooperation, often reinforced through 
rewards for positive group performance. 

1.3. Comparison of Cognitive and Behavioral 
Perspective 

From cognitive perspective, instructors influenced by 
Piaget [29] and Vygotsky [31] perceive individual and 
social learning as interconnected, with social interactions 
enhancing deeper individual understanding. Bruner’s 
scaffolding [30] underscores the instructor’s role in 
gradually guiding learners toward independence, while 
Vygotsky [31] highlights the importance of collaborative 
dialogue and cultural tools in learning. 

In contrast, instructors adopt a behavioral approach, 
following Skinner [34] and Bandura [36] who emphasize 
external reinforcement and measurable outcomes. 
Individual learning is shaped through conditioning, 
whereas social learning focuses on modeling and imitation, 
as demonstrated in Bandura’s research [36]. 

2. Method 

2.1. Research Questions 

This study aims to explore instructors' perspectives on 
individual and social learning phenomena in the classroom 
through the lens of cognitive, and behavioral theories. To 
achieve this goal, the study is guided by the following 
research questions: 
 Question 1: How do cognitive and behavioral factors, 

according to instructors, influence students' 
individual learning performance? 

 Question 2: How do cognitive and behavioral factors, 
according to instructors, influence students' social 
learning performance? 

2.2. Research Design 

2.2.1. Cognitive and Behavioral Learning Factors 
This study focuses on three key categories of cognitive 

learning factors: cognitive capabilities [16, 29], the 
organization of teaching materials [13], and prior 
knowledge [13]. Many previous studies agreed that 
cognitively competent students have better Academic 
Achievement [37-39]. The organization of teaching 
materials and prior knowledge considerations are primarily 
derived from the work of James Hartley [13], who 
highlighted the importance of cognitive processes in 
learning. Hartley observed: “Learning results from 
inferences, expectations, and making connections. Instead 
of acquiring habits, learners acquire plans and strategies, 
and prior knowledge is important” [40]. He identified 
several key principles that underpin cognitive learning: 
 Well-organized and clearly structured instruction: 

Learning materials are believed to possess inherent 
logical structures. When these materials are properly 
organized, they are easier for learners to understand 
and remember. 

 Perceptual features of instructional presentation: 
During the cognitive learning process, individuals 
selectively focus on specific stimuli deemed 
important, filtering out other environmental stimuli. 
As such, the perceptual presentation of instruction 
plays a critical role in helping learners process and 
understand information. 

 Alignment with prior knowledge: Instruction should 
be tailored to the learner's existing knowledge base. 
This principle emphasizes the importance of 
considering a learner's prior understanding when 
delivering new content. 

 Consideration of cognitive style: Cognitive styles, 
including mental processes and task performance 
modes, vary based on factors such as age, gender, 
personality, and other individual differences. These 
differences influence how learners engage with 
materials and complete tasks. 

 The role of cognitive feedback: Feedback is essential 
for learning, as it informs learners about their 
performance—whether they succeeded or failed. 
Cognitive feedback serves as reinforcement, 
enhancing the learning process by guiding learners 
toward improvement. 

This study examines two categories of behavioral 
factors—assignments/activities and reinforcement— 
rooted in the stimulus-response (S-R) theory of learning 
[33]. Reinforcement is a crucial method by which teachers 
motivate or discourage students, helping them improve. 
Rewards and punishments are common forms of 
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reinforcement used by instructors to influence both 
individual and social learning. James Hartley [13] 
identified and developed four key principles related to this 
category of learning [33]: 
 “Activity is important. Learning is better when the 

learner is active rather than passive. ('Learning by 
doing' is to be applauded). 

 Repetition, generalization and discrimination are 
important notions. Frequent practice - and practice in 
varied contexts - is necessary for learning to take 
place. Skills are not acquired without frequent 
practice. 

 Reinforcement is the cardinal motivator. Positive 
reinforcers like rewards and successes are preferable 
to negative events like punishments and failures. 

 Learning is helped when objectives are clear. Those 
who look to behaviorism in teaching will generally 
frame their activities by behavioral objectives, e.g. 
'By the end of this session participants will be able 
to...'. With this comes a concern with competencies 
and product approaches to curriculum”. 

2.2.2. Data Collection Methods 
Instructors’ perspectives on the learning process in 

classrooms are qualitative data. Among various qualitative 
data collection methods [41, 42], interviews and focus 
groups are two of the most commonly employed 
techniques in qualitative research [43-46]. Combining both 
interview and focus group data collection methods allows 
us to gain a more comprehensive understanding of a topic 
by capturing both individual perspectives and group 
dynamics, enabling them to triangulate findings, identify 
diverse viewpoints, and explore complex issues with 
greater depth through the combined analysis of data from 
different sources; essentially, individual interviews 

provide detailed personal insights while focus groups 
reveal how opinions and experiences might be shared or 
contested within a group setting [47]. 

Some of the instructors in the interview answered the 
questions very briefly. The authors decided to use the focus 
group method to complement these individual insights by 
facilitating collective dialogue. These discussions provided 
instructors with an opportunity to exchange viewpoints and 
engage in constructive debates to address differences in 
perspectives [48]. 

The questions employed in both data collection methods 
were identical and semi-structured, combining structured 
questions based on principles from cognitive and 
behavioral learning theories with open-ended questions. 
Table 1 outlines the key questions used in the study. 

2.3. Data Collection, Coding and Interpretation 

The authors' previous study [28] explored instructors' 
understanding of individual and social learning using 
interview and focus group methods. It examined learning 
perspectives across four categories: humanistic, cognitive, 
behavioral, and social. However, that paper primarily 
reported preliminary findings from the humanistic and 
social perspectives. This paper builds on that work by 
summarizing the study results from the cognitive and 
behavioral perspectives. 

The data collection procedures and participant details for 
both the interviews and focus groups were previously 
outlined in [28]. The data coding and interpretation 
methods used in this paper follow the same approach as the 
prior study. Audio and video recordings from the 
interviews and focus groups were transcribed into text files, 
which were then systematically coded based on cognitive 
and behavioral factors identified in the study design. 

Table 1.  Key Questions in Both Data Collection Procedures 

Individual Learning Perspective Social Learning Perspective 

How do you think that the student’s individual cognitive 
capabilities, such as ability of analysis, reasoning and synthesis, 
affect his/her learning achievement? Can you give some examples 
to explain your answer? 

How does the student’ culture background affect the student’s 
learning? How does the student’s social relationship, like 
communication with others, affect the student’s learning? 

How do you organize your lecture materials or learning materials 
for the class? Top-down or bottom up? According to their internal 
logical structures? 

How does the information communication and technology (ICT) 
affect the student’s learning? Can you give some examples? 

How do you leverage the prior knowledge when you instruct the 
student? 

How do you think that the knowledge in a student group affects the 
learning in that group? In what ways it can affect the learning 
outcome? 

Do you think that the individual assignments are important to the 
learning? Why? ( because the student is more active when doing 
assignments than listening to the lecture?) Would you like to give 
some examples about the individual assignments/activities that you 
have ever designed for improving the individual learning? 

What are some collaborative learning assignments/activities you 
used in your classes? 

What reinforcement do you take to motivate the student to learn 
better? Rewards and/or punishment? Which one is better in your 
experience? 

What reinforcement do you take to motivate the group to learn 
better? Rewards and/or punishment? Which one works better in 
terms of your own experience? 
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3. Findings 
This section summarizes the results in terms of the two 

research questions. 

3.1. According to the Instructors, How Cognitive 
Factors Influence the Students' Individual 
Learning Performance? 

3.1.1. Individual Cognitive Capabilities 
All instructor participants agreed that individual 

learning is influenced by a student’s cognitive abilities. 
One professor stated, “Cognitive abilities like analysis, 
reasoning, and synthesis are crucial for student learning.” 
Another professor gave an example in his teaching 
experience. He said to his students: “anytime you give a 
presentation, the people, the evaluators, want to see 
something there for them”. One group in his class thought 
that they should bring snack, coffee to them. The other 
group got what he meant. These cognitive abilities play 
varying roles in a student’s performance, depending on the 
discipline. One professor explained, “While all cognitive 
abilities are important for learning, some are more critical 
in certain disciplines than others.” He provided an example 
from a math course he taught, illustrating a student with 
learning disabilities. The student could recall specific 
instances from class, such as “1 + 1 = 2,” but lacked the 
analytical and synthesis skills to apply this knowledge to 
new problems, like “2 + 3.” In math, abilities like analysis, 
reasoning, and synthesis are more essential than rote 
memorization. Another professor shared a similar 
perspective, noting that in business management courses, 
cognitive abilities like analysis and synthesis are more 
important. For example, when a company needs to 
purchase new IT equipment, students must analyze the 
company’s requirements, its current IT infrastructure, 
market trends, and competitors, among other factors. 

3.1.2. Organization of Learning Materials 
All participants agreed that they typically pay careful 

attention to the structure of lecture materials and other 
teaching resources, though the choice of structure varies 
depending on the class topic. For example, a Computer 
Science professor said that he preferred the top-down 
approach to organizing his lecture contents, while a 
communication professor usually chose a bottom-up 
approach. He said, “Usually I will give a little thing, talk a 
little, ask questions, which is more appropriate for my 
contents”. They believed that presenting problems or 
questions at the start of the class, and clearly stating the 
learning objectives, are effective strategies for teaching. 
They usually use different strategies to attract the students’ 
attention on the important course contents. Some of them 
preferred to use colorful examples on slides while some 
liked to ask questions during lectures. 

3.1.3. Prior Knowledge 
An important factor in the cognitive abilities of learners 

is their prior knowledge, which plays a crucial role in 
individual learning. Generally, the more prior knowledge a 
student has, the better it can support their learning process. 
As a result, educators often use various methods to 
leverage students' existing knowledge. One common 
approach is to establish dialogue between the instructor 
and the student. One professor mentioned that he regularly 
engaged in conversations with students to understand what 
they know and what they don’t. This would allow him to 
determine what and how to teach in class. Another 
professor addressed this by assigning individual tasks that 
encourage students to reflect on fundamental theories, 
helping them refresh and strengthen their understanding of 
those fundamental concepts. 

3.2. According to the Instructors, How Cognitive 
Factors Influence the Students' Social Learning 
Performance? 

3.2.1. Cultural and Social Context 
Learning is influenced by social and cultural contexts, 

with individual cognitive factors interacting within these 
frameworks. The social and cultural background of 
learners significantly shapes their broader learning styles. 
One professor shared an example of a Korean student in his 
class who initially struggled to engage. He explained, “It 
took me a long time to figure out what’s wrong with my 
teaching.” Eventually, the professor realized that the 
student’s cultural background—specifically, the student's 
belief in accepting the teacher’s authority without 
question—was a key factor. In American education, 
students are encouraged to critically assess what the 
teacher says, while in Korea, students are often taught to 
accept the teacher’s words as truth. This professor believed 
that the student’s cultural background deeply affected his 
learning experience. 

The professor also reflected on his experiences with 
Chinese students twenty years ago, noting that in his 
introductory graduate course in Information Sciences and 
Technology (IST), most of the students were either 
Chinese or American. He observed that Chinese students, 
especially early in the semester, participated less in class 
discussions compared to their American peers. He 
identified three primary reasons for this: first, many 
Chinese students faced language barriers in their first 
semester in the U.S., which made it difficult for them to 
understand and express their thoughts. Second, the course 
content, especially in the early weeks, was challenging for 
students with technical and engineering backgrounds, as it 
focused on human and social studies. Finally, Chinese 
students were not accustomed to frequent class discussions, 
as this was not a typical format in their previous education. 

The TA participant also noted cultural differences, 
pointing out that Asian students in her classes often worked 
harder and focused more on grades than on the learning 
process itself. She attributed this to the strong cultural 
emphasis on academic success in many Asian countries, 
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where parents have high expectations for their children to 
excel. Many of these students’ parents were immigrants 
who had worked hard to succeed in the U.S. The professor 
also highlighted differences between undergraduate and 
graduate students, emphasizing that graduate students are 
expected to engage more in communication with 
instructors, which influences how they approach their 
learning. 

The arrangement of classroom spaces can also impact 
social learning. For example, classrooms with desks and 
chairs arranged in rows may hinder communication and 
discussion, while circular seating arrangements can 
facilitate better interaction. In contrast to individual 
learning, social learning often occurs informally, as one 
professor illustrated by noting that a student can learn more 
from society and peers than from formal courses. 

3.2.2. Information Communication and Technology (ICT) 
Information Communication and Technologies (ICT) 

have become integral to teaching in many schools and 
universities across the United States, significantly 
influencing student learning. For example, the Angel 
system provides a platform for Penn State University (PSU) 
students and instructors to manage course materials and 
communication. Instructors and students can interact via 
emails, broadcasts, and online discussions, while students 
can easily access course materials stored on Angel, 
facilitating their learning process. One student in the IST 
210 course rarely attended class but performed well on 
exams and assignments, likely due to his ability to access 
all lecture slides and lab tutorials on Angel. 

However, these technologies can also hinder teaching 
and learning. For instance, PowerPoint can assist 
instructors in preparing lecture content and prevent 
students from struggling with illegible handwriting, but 
some instructors may feel compelled to fit all their content 
into PowerPoint’s structured framework, limiting 
flexibility in teaching. Additionally, in classrooms where 
students have access to computers, distractions such as 
emails, messages, and web browsing may prevent them 
from focusing on the lecture. 

3.2.3 Group's Prior Knowledge 
In social learning, prior knowledge within the group is 

typically the central focus, as it plays a crucial role in 
facilitating group learning. Generally, the more prior 
knowledge a group has, the better the learning process 
tends to be, as members can quickly learn from one another 
by sharing their knowledge. However, group learning is 
not solely dependent on the quantity of prior knowledge 
within the group. One key factor is the diversity of that 
knowledge. As one professor noted, "The more diverse, the 
better." The other professors agreed that diverse prior 
knowledge within a group enhances the learning process 
by encouraging the generation of new ideas and solutions. 
When a student offers a unique perspective on a problem, it 
may inspire others to think differently or integrate their 

own perspectives, leading to more creative and effective 
solutions. 

In addition to diversity, shared prior knowledge also 
plays a critical role in fostering communication and 
cooperation within the group. Common knowledge 
provides a foundation for members to communicate more 
effectively and work together to solve problems. Another 
important consideration is the distribution of knowledge 
within the group. All professors highlighted that each 
member need actively contribute and share their 
knowledge to ensure effective group learning. In some 
cases, a few students may possess most of the relevant 
knowledge, while others contribute little, undermining the 
collaborative nature of the group. A teaching assistant (TA) 
illustrated this point using an example from her IST 210 
Organization of Data class. In this course, students are 
required to complete group projects. Typically, students 
divide the project into sections, such as database design, 
data population, and web programming. In some groups, 
one student with extensive PHP programming knowledge 
may take on most of the programming work, leaving others 
with little involvement. In contrast, other groups without a 
PHP expert must learn and collaborate together to 
complete the programming tasks. 

3.3. According to the Instructors, How Behavioral 
Factors Influence the Students' Individual 
Learning Performance? 

3.3.1. Individual Assignments/Activities 
Individual assignments and activities typically do not 

require excessive effort from students to complete. One 
professor explained, “You cannot just listen to theories. 
Practice through individual assignments helps students 
understand the theories taught in lectures.” These 
assignments provide opportunities for students to apply 
theoretical knowledge in practice, rather than passively 
absorbing lectures. Additionally, they allow instructors to 
assess what each student knows and where gaps in their 
understanding may exist. 

However, instructors are concerned about whether 
students take individual assignments seriously and whether 
they complete the work independently. If a student does 
not engage with the assignment, they miss out on the 
chance to deepen their understanding of the material and to 
communicate their understanding or uncertainties with the 
instructor. On the other hand, focusing solely on individual 
assignments limits the student's ability to interact with 
others and benefit from collaborative learning. As one 
professor remarked, “The downside of individual 
assignments is that you miss the chance to collaborate with 
others on solving problems.” He believes that group work 
often leads to better solutions than working alone. 

3.3.2. Reinforcement 
All participants agree that rewards are generally more 

effective than punishments, though some professors noted 
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that punishments can sometimes cause issues. However, 
one professor suggested that rewards might not be as 
impactful as well-designed problems and questions in 
assignments. 

For individual learning, teachers often offer good grades 
at the start of the semester to motivate students to perform 
better throughout the course, or assign less weight to early 
assignments so that students who struggle initially have the 
chance to recover. Providing feedback on student 
responses is crucial, as it helps guide the student towards 
improvement and keeps them on the right track. 

3.4. According to the Instructors, How Behavioral 
Factors Influence the Students' Social Learning 
Performance? 

3.4.1. Group Assignments/Activities 
Group assignments typically require collaborative 

efforts from multiple students and are challenging for an 
individual to complete alone. These assignments are often 
broken down into several key components, with each 
subgroup or member taking responsibility for one specific 
part. Instructors focus on ensuring that the division of tasks 
within the group is fair and that all members participate in 
every stage of the project. For example, in the IST 210 
group project, students usually divide the work into 
sections like database design, data population, interface 
programming, and documentation. If only one or two 
students take on the majority of the tasks, while others 
contribute little, the distribution of work is deemed 
unreasonable, and some students miss the opportunity to 
acquire important skills and knowledge. In general, 
instructors encourage all group members to contribute to 
every phase of the project, even if they each handles 
specific responsibilities. On one hand, working together 
allows students to learn from one another, and the group's 
overall performance improves through shared knowledge. 
On the other hand, some students may miss out on the 
chance to complete certain tasks independently, especially 
when the division of labor is not well-balanced. 

3.4.2. Reinforcement 
In the context of social learning, instructors also use 

reinforcements to motivate student groups to improve their 
performance. For instance, in the IST210 course, the TA 
not only assigns higher grades to groups that perform well, 
but also highlights these groups as "featured groups" on the 
course website. Additionally, the instructors all 
emphasized on providing constructive feedback at various 
stages of the group project. This ensures that the groups are 
aware of the areas in which they excel and the aspects they 
need to work on for improvement. 

4. Discussion 
The findings presented in Section 3 align with the 

learning theories discussed in Sections 1 and 2. 
From a cognitive perspective, all instructors in this study 

emphasized that analytical, reasoning, and synthesis skills 
are more crucial than memorization, though they 
acknowledged that individual cognitive abilities 
collectively contribute to effective learning. This supports 
previous research findings [37-39] and Piaget’s theory of 
individual learning [29]. Instructors also agreed that prior 
individual knowledge facilitates personal learning, while 
shared group knowledge enhances peer-to-peer learning, 
consistent with Vygotsky’s Zone of ZPD theory [31], 
which suggests that learners achieve better outcomes when 
supported by more knowledgeable individuals, such as 
teachers or peers. Additionally, instructors recognized that 
students’ social and cultural backgrounds significantly 
influence their learning styles. They highlighted the 
importance of well-organized teaching materials and a 
supportive classroom environment in enhancing student 
learning, aligning with cognitive learning principles 
outlined by James Hartley [13] and Bruner’s concept of 
"scaffolding" [30]. 

From a behavioral perspective, instructors agreed that 
individual assignments not only help students apply 
theoretical knowledge but also allow for a more accurate 
assessment of their learning progress. This supports the 
"learning by doing" principle summarized by James 
Hartley [13]. Furthermore, they believed that reinforcing 
positive behaviors through rewards for both individual and 
group assignments is more effective than punishment, 
aligning with Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning [34] 
and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory [36]. 

The current research design included only a few sub 
questions in each category mainly based on the cognitive 
and behavioral learning principles summarized by James 
Hartley [13]. In the future, we may design more questions 
by combining these learning principles and other existing 
learning theories in these two categories, such as 
Vygotsky’s Zone of ZPD theory [31], Bruner’s concept of 
"scaffolding" [30], Skinner’s theory of operant 
conditioning [34] and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory 
[36]. 

5. Conclusions 
Although many studies have examined various learning 

theories, few have investigated instructors' perspectives on 
both individual and social learning phenomena. This paper 
presents our study on instructors' views regarding 
cognitive and behavioral influences on these two types of 
learning. 

The results from the interviews and focus group 
discussions indicate unanimous agreement among 
instructors that cognitive and behavioral factors 
significantly impact both individual and social learning. 
Understanding students' cognitive abilities, cultural and 
social contexts, and prior knowledge can greatly enhance 
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teaching effectiveness. For example, instructors can gather 
information about these factors through surveys, which 
would allow them to adjust their teaching strategies 
accordingly. Instructors commonly assign both individual 
and group tasks to help students apply what they have 
learned. Additionally, all instructors believe that rewards 
are more effective in promoting learning than punishments. 

This study gathered data solely from instructors and 
focuses on their perspectives on the learning phenomena. 
In the future, we plan to explore students' viewpoints on 
what influences their learning and compare their views 
with those of the instructors. 
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